The Lanting (sometimes rendered as "Orchid Pavilion") gathering in 353 is one of the most famous literati parties in Chinese history. ' This gathering inspired the celebrated preface written by the great calligrapher Wang Xizhi ï^è. (303-361), another preface by the poet Sun Chuo i^s^ (314-371), and forty-one poems composed by some of the most intellectually active men of the day.^ The poems are not often studied since they have long been overshadowed by Wang's preface as a work of calligraphic art and have been treated as examples oí xuanyan ("discourse on the mysterious [Dao]") poetry,^ whose fate in literary history suffered after influential Six Dynasties writers decried its damage to the classical tradition. 'Ĥ istorian Tan Daoluan tliË;^ (fl. 459) traced the trend to its full-blown development in Sun Chuo and Xu Xun l^gt] (fl. ca. 358), who were said to have continued the work of inserting Daoist terms into poetry that was started by Guo Pu MM (276-324); they moreover "added the [Buddhist] language of the three worlds [past, present, and future], and the normative style of the Shi W and Sao M came to an end."^ Critic Zhong Rong M^ (ca. 469-518) then faulted their works for lacking appeal. His critique was nothing short of scathing: he argued
the activities of floating wine cups down a winding stream, composing verses, and contemplating nature and tbe cosmos. Eleven of the forty-one participants left us with at least two poems each, one in pentasyllabic and another in tetrasyllabic form.' Writing a pentasyllabic poem and a tetrasyllabic one to the same topic was common practice for Jin social situations such as group banquets and poetic exchanges. '" Another flfteen participants each wrote only one poem. ' ' As for the fifteen attendees who could not produce a poem, they were each subjected to the not so cruel and unusual punishment of drinking tbree dou ^-(approximately 6.5 quarts) of wine.'^ There is precedent for this punishment of three dou of wine: at the Jingu yuan áfe^lll (Golden Valley Garden) gathering in 296, those among Shi Chong's 5 (249-300) guests who could not compose a poem had apparently been penalized with three dou of wine.
The forty-one Lanting poems, though varying dramatically in skill and interest, bear a collective imprint: common tbemes, references, and vocabulary thread together these poems. Some poems share apt allusions to the famous passage in the Analects describing Zeng Xi's (and Confucius') wisb to visit the Rain Altar in a late spring outing to the Yi River or to tbe well-known passage in the Zhuangzi asserting the joy of fish swimming in the Hao River. 'Ô ther Zbuangzian ideas and images also figure prominently in the collection. For example, 9. According to several Song sources, the total number of participants was forty-two, though Wang Xizhi's "Linhe xu" ËËMIï-, which is quoted in Shishuo xinyu litsftlfTrp, suggests it was forty-one. See Yu Jiaxi ^^ii, ed., Shishuo xinyu jianshu ÍE. WÍMWÍ^ 12. Whereas "Linhe xu" SMMJÍ states that the number of attendees who were unable to produce a poem was fifteen. Sang Shichang's Stlte Lanting kao lists sixteen attendees who could not produce a poem. Sang's list includes the following names: Xie Gui Í1I56, Bian Di "KiÈ, Qiu Mao GM, Wang Xianzhi 3í)iA¿., Yang Mo #• > §:, Kong Chi îL^gl, Liu Mi fiM, Yu Gu alíf, Lao Yi '^%, Hou Mian JB.SS, Hua Qi W §, Xie Teng MB, Ren Ni ffi®. Lu Xi S^, LU Ben ^if, and Cao Li Wí § (Sang, Lanting kao, CSJC [Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985] , 7). Of this list, one name in particular stands out: Wang Xianzhi, the seventh son of Wang Xizhi, who became a well-known calligrapher in his own right. It is surprising that someone with his family background could not produce a poem for the occasion. The Shishuo xinyu cites a relevant assessment from Tan Daoluan's ffiiËS* (fi. 459) Xu Jin yangqiu .ISlMPSÍlí (Continuation of the annals of Jin): "Xianzhi's abilities in letters and discussion were not part of his strong suit. . ." Shishuo xinyu jian shu, 9/77 (p. 539). Or perhaps Wang Xianzhi sought to allow his reticence to speak for the inexpressible beauty of the Lanting (i.e., Shanyin, Guiji) landscape, as suggested by this anecdote from Shishuo xinyu which describes his temperament and attitude toward writing about nature: "Wang Xianzhi said, 'Whenever I travel by the Shanyin road (in Kuaiji [Guiji] Commandery), the hills and streams naturally complement each other in such a way that I can't begin to describe them. And especially if it's at the turning point between autumn and winter, I find it all the harder to express what's in my heart.' " [Translation from Richard Mather, tr., Shih-shuo Hsin-yli: A New Account of the Tales of the World, 2nd ed. (Ann Arbor: Center for Chinese Studies, Univ. of Michigan, 2002), 75; hereafter SSHY.] It is also remarkable that although Shi Chong's party was surely an important precedent for Wang Xizhi's and, according to an anecdote in Shishuo xinyu (16/3), Wang was pleased whenever people compared his preface to Shi Chong's, there are no references to the Jingu yuan event in the Lanting collection.
13. See Analects 11.26 and Zhuangzi 17 ("Autumn Roods"). the act of marveling at the "ten thousand pipings" {wan lai MM), or the myriad phenomena, in one poem finds resonance in the philosophical perspective of "seeing things as leveled" {qi wu ^^) in another. The Zhuangzi, along with the Yijing, or Classic of Changes, and Daodejing, or Classic of the Way and Virtue, formed the foundation of early medieval discourse: the literati freely drew ideas, vocabulary, and tropes from these so-called Three Mysterious (san xuan H"^) texts to reinterpret the elassies and express their positions on major issues ranging from politics to human behavior to nature. The many meditations found in the Lanting poems on the workings of the mysterious Dao, which is manifested by manifold phenomena in nature and the various existences or beings {you W) that are perceptible, reflect as much the power of the physical environment of the gathering as the predominance of a major concem of the "learning of the mysterious," or xuanxue '¿^. Indeed, one of the recurrent philosophical points in these poems is the relationship of the many, varied, and myriad to the one, unity, and single truth: the blending of the myriad into one single unity, that is to say, the Dao.
Above all, most of the poems express sheer exuberance over the opportunity to express freely; the terms chang ^ (without restraint) and san tí( (to disperse) are favorites among the Lanting poets. In these free expressions, the poets consistently celebrate ziran ê M (in both the sense of nature's workings and freedom from office). While the Lanting poets eomposed verses in a group setting, and thus drew from a common pool of ideas and sentiments, many appeared to have engaged directly with nature in a personal, contemplative manner. To say that distinct identities emerged from this group setting would be to understate the differences in view and attitude among them.
THE TWO PREFACES
Although Wang Xizhi's preface to the Lanting poems has been primarily treated as calligraphic art, its summary account of the Lanting outing has also been valued as the main source of information about the collective experience. Both it and Sun Chuo's lesser-known preface represent a contemplative engagement with nature, but their narratives diverge dramatically in terms of response and mode of representation. We begin with Wang's preface, which gives one of the most picturesque descriptions of the landscape in the entire collection: "The place was one of mighty mountains and towering ridges covered by lush forests and tall bamboo, where a clear stream with swirling eddies cast back a sparkling light upon both shores" itfciÈW^lJjiltil^ , nm^Y:
; XWvt»fL#ffi , S^^^ÍT.'" This vivid image of a shiny sash of water flowing between two shores, surrounded by towering mountains, helps explain the heightened sense of wonder expressed in a subsequent passage in the preface: "Above us we looked on the immensity of the universe; then lowering our eyes, we then saw nature's infinite variety. And as we let our eyes roam and our hearts speed from thought to thought we could experience the greatest delights of ear and eye-this was true happiness" \ (^m-¥'^z.iK, >^m^nm-ât o Briixmnmm, s,\>xmum^W:. {f^^^ . AS the day went on, the joy felt in this occasion pervades the company as a coherent experience, already part of the past: "Then, as we weary of the direction in which we are going, our mood shifts with life's events, and depression inevitably follows. In the blink of an eye the joy that has been becomes an experience past-yet still we cannot help having our feehngs stirred by it." In the final passage, the downbeat note struck by ponderings over such timeless concerns as the transience of things and the inevitability of death is answered by a hopeful belief in the continuity of like-minded men; Those in later times will look on today as we today look on the past-there is the sadness! For this reason I have written out the list of those present at that time and copied their compositions. Though ages change and experiences differ, all share what stirs deep feelings. And those who read this in later times will also be moved by what is in the writing.
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Ultimately, the claim advanced by Wang's preface is that reading and writing are what allow men to transcend fleetingness and link them to both past and future. Asserting a literary immortality when reckoning with death is a classical response, which developed from the idea of "three things that never decay" (san bu xiu H^^'5) from the Zuo zhuan '¿'^ (Zuo commentary [to the Spring and Autumn Annals]), which are, in hierarchical order, virtue, deeds, and words. This was powerfully reformulated in Cao Pi's W3Î (187-226) "Discourse on Literature" |^3t, which came to privilege the transmission of words above other forms of legacies. '^ The notion of literary immortality functions most credibly within the framework of a spiritual community of like-minded men that transcends temporal boundaries. Like men of old who left records of their feelings, Wang too wrestles with the prospect of death and leaves future readers a personal testimony.
This final affirmation of a spiritual community that extends beyond individual mortality has not overshadowed for later readers Wang Xizhi's bleakest reckoning with death. In the penultimate section, Wang famously repudiates Zhuangzi's leveling of life and death. This spiritual community of writers and readers is what seems to allow Wang to make this bold repudiation. He writes that he cannot read the writings of men from the past without sighing, and continues; "Thus I know that the belief that life and death are the same is a grand deception; to say that Ancestor Peng's centuries are no more than the lifespan of an infant who died untimely-this is delusion, a forced conceit" '^^W^W^^Ñ.M. , ^05Ä •S:^. '* Wang Xizhi charges Zhuangzi with misleading his audience with clever rhetoric. In "Discussion on Seeing Things as Equal" ^^Wi, Zhuangzi questioned whether loving life and hating death are but delusions; "How do I know that the dead do not regret ever having longed for life?"'^ Much of the scholarship on Wang's preface has been concerned with the question of enlightenment or attainment (da M) of the Way, or rather, the lack of it. '^ Indeed, the disparity between Wang's specific refutation in the preface and his avowal of Zhuangzi's general point in his second pentasyllabic poem ("Ten thousand differences are all on a level") has made this issue even more curious. Instead of judging how Wang's discussion of life and death measures up to the Zhuangzian philosophy of equanimity, however, it may be more fruitful to consider how it reflects his Lanting experience as recounted in the preface. It seems that for Wang, this philosophical musing is, alas, incommensurate with the reality of things, which is born of actual feelings. It is surely not incidental that words of visceral emotion appear with remarkable frequency in the preface: for example, "stirring" {xinggan ^^, xinghuai Ätl, gan S, or gankai ^1f[; five times), and "feelings" {huai iM, huaibao MÍ& or qing '\m; five times), "joy" {le ^ or xin /t^; three times), and "pain" or "sorrow" {tong 'M or bei S; twice). His refutation of Zhuangzi's categorical, gross assertion should be read in the context of a nuanced, intricate response to his experience at Lanting. The preface represents the experience of nature as leading to aesthetic appraisal as well as contemplation of death. There are subtle shifts in tempo (from "hearts speed from thought to thought" to "in the blink of an eye the joy that has been becomes an experience past-yet still we cannot help having our feelings stirred by it") and dramatic swings in mood (from "a brief moment of satisfaction, a cheerful self-containment with never a thought of old age coming on" immediately to "as we weary of the direction in which we are going, our mood shifts with life's events, and depression inevitably follows"). The narrative seems guided less by the spirit of making a philosophical disquisition than an attempt to give a record of the major and subtle twists and turns of feelings evoked by the experience of both beauty and ephemerality.
Contemplation of nature leads to a different set of concerns in Sun Chuo's preface, which begins by celebrating nature not with the type of impressionistic natural description that grace Wang's work, but instead with a layered reference to the symbolic significance of water:
The ancients used water as a metaphor for human nature. There is import indeed in this statement. Did they not think that by stopping it [i.e., water], it would become clear, and by roiling it, it would become murky? Because of prior experience, feelings shift and change; things move that which encounters them and stir emotions. Therefore, "pull on the reins" in the court and marketplace, then a suffocating heart is bom. But take a leisurely stroll through the wooded wilds, and then an expansive intent arises.
Water figured in ancient texts in a variety of ways. From symbolizing the virtue of action in the Analects (in contrast to the stasis represented by mountains) to the power of submissive- Water from an ample source . . . comes from tumbling down, day and night without ceasing, going forward only after all the hollows are filled, and then draining into the sea. Anything that has an ample source is like this. What Confucius saw in water is just this and nothing more. If a thing has no source, it is like the rainwater that collects after a downpour in the seventh and eighth months. It may fill all gutters, but we can stand and wait for it to dry up. Thus a gentleman is ashamed of an exaggerated reputation. . See Xunzi, chapter 28: To Zigong's question about the need for a gentleman to contemplate whenever he sees a great stream, Confucius replied: "Ah! Water-it bestows itself everywhere, on all living things, yet there is no assertion: in this it resembles inner power. Its direction of flow is to descend toward the low ground and whether its course is winding or straight, it necessarily follows its natural principle: in this it resembles morality. Its vast rushing waters are neither subdued nor exhausted: in this it resembles the Way. If there should be anything that blocks its course, its response will be to react against it, like a reverberating echo. It will travel through chasms a hundred rods deep fearlessly: in this it seems as though it had courage. Led to an empty place, it is sure to make itself level: in this it resembles the law. It will fill something completely and not require a leveling stick: in this it resembles rectitude. Indulgent and restrained while penetrating into the subtlest matters: in this it resembles the transforming power of the good. Through myriad turns and twists its course is certain to fiow eastward: in this it resembles the mind with a sense of purpose. It is for such reasons that whenever the gentleman sees a great stream he feels the necessity of contemplating it." ?LTE1 : 5'C*;'cA|?sgíEM*: 22. Quoted in Shishuo xinyu, 14/24. The entire passage reads: "Those things which Yü Liang always loved and to which his heart was committed were constantly beyond the defilement of the world's dust. Even though from time to time he compromised his heart to accommodate to the world he would retract his traces like the inchworm so that the square inch space of his heart remained profoundly tranquil, and he would continue as before in mystic contemplation of hills and streams." Translation from Mather, SSHY, 336-37. This laudatory characterization of Yü Liang reads like an ideal (or at least a reputation) to which Sun Chuo would have aspired. Sun Chuo described his thoughts as being set on the "Mysterious and Transcendent" (xuansheng '¿^M), but he could never turn his back on the vulgar world and was at times chided by his contemporaries for brazen acts of self-promotion. See, for example, Shishuo xinyu, 9/36 and 9/61. mind/heart and probe the mystery instantiated in nature, even when engaged with worldly affairs, an issue that pertains to Sun Chuo's discussion of activism versus quietism in the opening of the preface.) The preface continues thus:
I lift my head to look upon Fu Xi and Tang Yao; how remote and distant they are. I sing verses on terraces and pavilions nearby. As my gaze intensifies, my feelings increase. In order to return to the state of mystical alertness, ^^ and contemplate the Way of "rubbing to a gem-like luster," I often avail myself of mountains and rivers to transform my pent up condition. ^''
Mountains and rivers become the vehicle through which the contemplative poet may return to a state of mystical alertness, which ultimately identifies with clear vision and unlimited cognition. The xuan principles gleaned from the natural landscape enable our observer to dispel illusions and see truth with brilliant clarity, as suggested by the metaphor of "rubbing to a gem-like luster."
The transformation from illusion to truth, and from fetters to freedom, finds resonance in a later passage describing the profound state of unawareness that results from the ability to see things as leveled or equal. This ability is aided by, we are told, some unspecified quantity of rich ale.
At the start of the last month of spring, we perform purification rites along the shores of the southern stream. Lofty ridges stand at a thousand xun high; long lakes measure ten thousand qing wide. 2' Lofty, towering ridges and placid, deep lakes form the lay of the land. One can say that it is magnificent. Thereupon we take a seat on fragrant grasses, and make a mirror of the limpid stream. We look at the trees and grasses, and observe the birds and fish. All things share in the same splendor. Things imbued with life all fiourish. Hence, we become mellow with rich ale and see things as leveled in a sweeping gaze [with an implication of an enlightened view]. We enter into profound unawareness. How can one still perceive the Great Peng and the little quail as two distinct things?
Tbe obliteration of any distinction between the Great Peng and the little quail, which represented in the "Free and Easy Wandering" chapter of the Zhuangzi a radical difference in perspective and understanding, recalls a similar merging between two opposite entities in another one of Sun Chuo's works. The concluding lines from his "Rhapsody on Roaming the Celestial Terrace IVIountains" JE^o"!!!® describe the disappearance of all distinction between the self (wo S) and object (wu ^):
WMM^MM
I merge the myriad phenomena in mystic contemplation. Unconsciously join my body with the Naturally-so. ^* The assuranee with which Sun Chuo embraces the Zhuangzian notion of "seeing things as leveled" through the erasure of distinctions and boundaries is matched only by the certitude with which Wang Xizhi repudiates in his preface the leveling of at least some things: life and death. A eontemplative appreciation of nature elicited divergent responses from the two preface writers: Sun Chuo pondered on the virtue of quietism and metaphysical truths abstracted from nature, while Wang Xizhi reflected on mutability and the transcendent power of reading and writing.^^ Moreover, whereas philosophical symbolism defines Sun's representation of nature, impressionism seems to have guided Wang's brush. The differences between their prefaces are as pronounced as those between their poems, which show somewhat of a reversal, as we will see below.
PLAYING WITH WORDS: EXPERIMBNTEMG WITH LANDSCAPE DESCRIPTION
The Lanting poems have long been treated (and dismissed) as metaphysical "verse," abstract discourse that probes the mysterious principles embodied by natural phenomena. Yet they also occupy a crucial if underappreciated place in literary history as early examples of landscape poetry. My discussion of these poems will give due attention to the art of poetic composition, especially the ways in which nature is represented, therefore problematizing any reading that simply reduces these poems to an abstract point. A eontrastive reading of poems by two leaders of the Lanting group, the two preface writers Sun Chuo and Wang Xizhi, sketches out the range of images, poetic devices, and teehniques found in the collection. Unlike his preface. Sun Chuo's poems are filled with ingenious descriptions of the natural scene. His tetrasyllable poem is cleverly constructed through the principles of doubling in the first half and of contrasting in the second half.
#BI<SB
In spring we sing as we climb a terrace. AS we also look down upon the water's flow. I think of those "Hewn Trees," Mit èiS How I revere these fine companions.^* if tífiíS Tall bamboos shade the pool, Ifc Swirling currents coil around the hills. A dredged pond and rapid flowing stream. On it one after another float vessels of wine.
In the first couplet, action is twofold; in the second, meaning is doubled. "Hewn Trees" is the title of Mao Odes #165, a poem on feast and celebration. The Mao Prefaee states that "'Hewn Trees' describes feasting old friends and acquaintances" 27. The conclusion of Sun Chuo's preface broaches the topic of time's passage, though it does not dominate his narrative in the way the topic does in Wang's preface: "The sun-chariot loosens its reins; the swift sunlight passes to the west. Joy departs along with the time; sorrow inevitably follows it. Coming and going occur in alternation; new and old succeed one another. Today's traces will be told of again tomorrow. I trace the source of the poets' interest and try to understand the cause of their verses." 28. I have followed Lanting kao and Han Wei Liuchao baisan mingjiaji in its variant reading of the line. Instead of Ti ("for long"), they have ËÎ ("to revere"), which yields a more sensible meaning. For Sun Chuo's poem and others in the Lanting Collection, see XQ, 2:895-917. Through this textual reference. Sun Chuo was surely praising the good company in which he found himself, a polite convention in social gatherings. At the same time, these "fine companions" may well refer to the trees that in fact surrounded him, suggesting more generally the idea of nature as his companion. The second half of the poem is intricately balanced by creative contrasts. Mountain and water both figure in each line of the third couplet, rather than separately in parallel lines (which would become the dominant formula after the great landscape poet Xie Lingyun), ^° and are shown in interaction or relation to one another. Bamboos shade the pool, while currents coil around the hills, conveying a sense of intimacy, even playfulness. In the last couplet, the swift current steadily carries a continuous line of vessels of wine, without capsizing them.
The same type of careful descriptions are found in Sun Chuo's pentasyllabic poem, but here they work toward a very different end.
Long winds brush against the curving isle. Hovering clouds cast a shade over the nine marshes. Oriole feathers sing amongst tall bamboos,-" Fish scales sport with the billowing waves. With a brush in hand, I let fall the pattern of the clouds. Subtle words dissect the smallest matters. Seasonal delicacies-how are they not sweet? But one forgets fiavor when listening to the 1
In view of this spring scene, the poet, moved to great heights, expresses "subtle words" {wei yan W^), which imply thought on the mysterious {"xuan thought"). In the last line, these "subtle words" are compared to the music of sage-king Shun (which is not so subtle selfpromotion on Sun Chuo's part); both lead their listeners to forget the material gratification afforded by meat and delicacies, and instead indulge in the spiritual satisfaction offered by significant sounds. Just as Confucius was transported to another era (the golden age of Shun), Sun Chuo is now transported to another realm (the metaphysical realm of xuan thought). Whereas the topic of xuan thought provides material for Sun's writings, ths process of xuan thought, more interestingly, appears to be formally illustrated by the structure of this poem. At play here are the notions popularized by Wang Bi's Zhuangzian reading of the question concerning ideas, images, and words in the Classic of Changes: "Images are the means to express ideas. Words are the means to explain the images" ^^# , íü^^til o s"^ , HĴ #-t!l; and "Getting the ideas is in fact a matter of forgetting the images, and getting the images is in fact a matter of forgetting the words" %M^'^-^ , #AÍ:SW.^^ Images of the manifold activities in nature express the poet's thoughts on the mysterious Dao, and words are all but forgotten once the poet has grasped the idea, as suggested by the last line of the poem. One contemporary scholar of xuanyan poetry applied the process of "forgetting the words once the idea is grasped" more broadly to other works of this subgenre; "xuanyan poetry integrates into its artistic composition the thought method of 'establishing images to express fully the ideas; once the idea is grasped, then forget the words.'"^'* 30. See, for example, the following lines by Xie Lingyun from his famous "Climbing Yongjia's Green Crag Mountain" S.7kMWi^-ih: "Gentle ripples congealed in wintry beauty, / Bamboos glistened in frosted strength" JM Ü,^*^ , ffl^flffi®. Spring months give rise to myriad varieties, I lodge my feelings in their cause.^Û pwardly I gaze at the edges of the azure sky. Below I look upon the shores of the verdant stream. Across the vast expanse, my gaze knows no limits,-'* Whatever my eyes meet, its inherent pattern manifests itself. Great indeed is the work of creation! Ten thousand differences are all on a level. The myriad pipings, though not uniform. To me there is nothing that is not refreshing.
The note on which Wang Xizhi chooses to conclude the poem suggests that he celebrates nature more for the infinite delights that it provides than the symbolic significance it embodies, as in Sun Chuo's pentasyllabic poem. The last couplet is indeed one of the most memorable in the entire collection, since it captures the feeling of sheer wonderment at the innumerable physical manifestations of nature's workings. An important textual variant for the last character, qin H ("dear"), even suggests a cozy intimacy with nature. ^^ In this reading, Wang's profession of endearment toward nature at the poem's end represents a markedly different turn than the development toward abstract, metaphysical principles in Sun Chuo's pentasyllabic poem.
The way in which nature is represented in Wang's poem, among others in the collection, raises important questions about how to approach the Lanting poems and xuanyan poetry in general. In a recent book and set of articles, Hu Dalei has made as the core of his reading of xuanyan poetry the argument that natural objects in this type of poetry lack concrete specificity and that their literary purpose was to express xuan principles. Hu Dalei has moreover claimed that the natural descriptions in the Lanting poems have not left us with a deep impression of the actual characteristics of the Lanting site. Instead we must picture the natural landscape using such general terms as "winding stream" {qushui EË17X) from Wang's preface and Wang Suzhi's JLMÍ-poem, "swirling currents" {xuanlai MM) and "curving isle" {wangzhu fti^) from Sun Chuo's poems.^^ Working from Tang Yongtong's M^M definition oí xuan leaming in his seminal article, "The Debate on Language and Meaning" 'mm. '¿J^, which is to "cast away concrete matters and things and focus intellectually on abstract principles" ffl §TAfÍV^ffií5Í'L!i^íÉ#.J^a, Hu Dalei explains that "in casting away the concrete aspect of things of the scene {jingwu ft^)" by de-emphasizing their appreciation and emphasizing a grasp of their significance, one may arrive at the xuan prineiples {xuanli -g-g) 39 jf, other words, landscape description in xuanyan poetry maintains a certain generic and symbolic quality; as a result, the focus does not remain on the material details of the natural scene and instead transcends toward the xuan principles represented by nature. Hu Dalei singles out Wang Xizhi's second pentasyllabic poem, especially the phrases "edges of the azure sky" (tianji ^W-.) and "shores of the verdant stream" (shuibin TKÍS), to illustrate his point about the generic quality of landscape descriptions in xuanyan poetry.''" Hu's evaluation of these early experimental landscape poems seems to rely on the stylistic criteria and rhetorical habits established by later landscape poetry. The anachronism of this interpretation aside, its point is accurate. Wang Xizhi's description of the natural scene in this pentasyllabic poem (which happens to be the only scenic description in his six poems) is in fact general: blue sky and green water. And the poem indeed teems with conceptual terms common to xuan discourse, such as "principle," "creation," "ten thousand differences," and "myriad pipings." However, we are not transported to the metaphysical realm oí xuan thought at the end of the poem, and we suspect neither was Wang Xizhi. The poem concludes with an image of the poet basking in the joy of a material environment filled with spring sights and sounds. Wang's expression of feelings of pleasure and endearment are most impressive in this poem. Impressive descriptions of nature may derive not only from concrete references to things of the scene but also from detailed representation of their interplay. To say simply that natural descriptions in xuanyan poems in general consist of generic, conceptual references would be to overlook the relationallty of things in the scenes in the Lanting poems, which is often highlighted by the ingenious use of verbs. A number of pieces from the collection showcase choice usage of verbs that not only name the relation between two objects but also animate the scene by rendering the objects dynamic.'" The creative use of verbs in the Lanting collection, in fact, presages what later readers admired in the landscape poems of Xie Lingyun (often credited as the founding master of this genre).''^ Although the questions of whether and how Xie Lingyun was influenced by the Lanting poets in developing his landscape style exceed the scope of this article, it is worthy of note that he would have been familiar with the works of his great-granduncle Xie An and his associates. Consider how the character yi M (wings) enlivens the scene in following couplet from Xie An's pentasyllabic poem.
SS.S^J;
Thin clouds veil the sunlight, íüíA-SKtt Gentle winds brood over the light boat.
The winds, endowed with wings, as it were, are animated: they brood over the light boat, like birds hovering over those under their care, gently swaying it. A later, though better-known usage of the word yi to describe the wind is found in Tao 7U# (1586-1637), the latter of whom exclaimed: "the word yi is extremely rare and archaic (qigu '^'S')!'"*^ An even earlier precedent for Tao's pairing of wind and wing is the following lines from Shi Chong's Ç^ (249-300) "Returning to the Capital" ÜÄ^: "The swift wind broods over the luxurious canopy, / Fluttering like a goose in flight" ÜÄM^M , W-Wt^MM."^^ However, this couplet lacks the neat parallelism found in Xie An's couplet. Xie's brilliant use of tbe term yi leaves the reader with a vivid picture of animated winds gently brushing over a light boat. This line works together with the previous one about thin clouds, acting like a net in the same bird metaphor, which soften the sharp sunlight to create an image of a balmy spring scene by the water.
As if not to be outdone by his older brother, Xie Wan Ü® (320-361), exhibits his ingenuity through the same metaphorical use of verbs in his pentasyllabic poem.
SiSMAIffi
Numinous liquids cover the Nine Regions, 7tÄÄft¥^
Sun-lit winds fan the fresh flowers.
The term "numinous liquids" has a double meaning: it refers to both tbe moisture (rain, dew) that nourishes all living things across the land (or Nine Regions, ji'^ or fl'JM) and the ethereal wine that feeds tbe party guests.'*^ Various kinds of yi ("liquids") are described in alchemical manuals or other Daoist texts, though lingyi, a generic term for elixir, does not refer specifically to a particular preparation or substance. '•' Bei ("to cover") not only refers to life-giving precipitation, but also plays on the wine, cast as longevity-inducing liquids, being consumed at the party through an evocation of the image of wine cups tipping over and spilling some of their fluids into the stream. Lingyi as immortality elixir resonates with concerns over the brevity of things expressed at the event, as if it might be tbe antidote to the problem of death. Sun-lit winds do not merely blow upon the flowers, but are said to fan over them, suggesting a gentle contact that is appropriate to new springtime growth. Animating verbs punctuate Xie Wan's tetrasyllabic poem with even greater frequency than in his pentasyllabic poem, adding unexpected turns to the lulling rhythm of the four beats.
I let my gaze wander across the lofty mound, Ii ií¡#
And my eyes dwell on the tall woods. Verdant evergreens cover the peak. Lofty bamboos crown the mountain. From the valley flow pure sounds. The branches drum forth chiming tones. The black cliffs spew forth moisture.
Mists and vapors form a shade.
Drooping wisteria branches cap the mountain peak, just as a feathered canopy covers over a carriage in the old use of the term yi ^. Tall bamboos do not simply stand on the mountain, but crown it. The real crowning achievement, however, is the surprising usage of verbs found in the penultimate couplet. We expect water to flow from the valley, but instead we hear pure music. We do not expect tree brancbes to beat like drum sticks, but they do to produce a tune. These key words ("cover," "crown," "flow," and "drum") reveal an analogical way of perceiving relations between things in nature that animate the whole scene. The verbs yi (to ladle out) and wei (to taste) have gastronomic connotations: to ladle out liquids and to savor food. When applied to the acts of chanting poetry and admiring nature, these verbs render perceptible, almost palpable the ideas with which they are paired: his companions' good reputation for poetry (or virtue) and, in tum, the inspiration gathered from this company can be sensed as a lingering fragrance, which the poet imbibes. Furthermore the beauty or mystery of nature as a permeating flavor invites the poet to savor the watery reaches of the vast cosmos below him. The gesture of physically consuming nature, which resonates with the double-reference of lingyi ("numinous liquids") in Xie Wan's poem above, points to an understanding of the Dao as a matter that engages more than the intelleet. The synaesthetic effeet of these lines suggests a complex coalescence of sensory perceptions and abstract notions in the poet's experience of nature.
PERFORMANCE AND COMPETITION
The various yet concerted efforts to experiment with landscape representation underscore an important dynamic in the formation of this group identity: the Lanting poets appear to try to distinguish themselves individually within the context of a eommon experience. Each is expected to commemorate the outing with a unique response to a sense of continuity with the past, the eollective feeling of pleasure in the moment, and melancholy in the transience of things. Competition underlies any group aetivity where individual performance is required and group-sanctioned punishment is meted out. But beyond the arena of aesthetic competition, the diiferences expressed in the prefaces and poems must also be seen in light of competitive differentiation in contemporary debates on understanding the Dao. More broadly, a spirit of eontest pervaded social situations in the Wei-Jin period during which "pure conversation" {qingtan ^MW.) took place, as described throughout Shishuo xinyu "Ësii^flp (A new account of tales of the world, compiled around 430). Conversationalists debated various metaphysical, ontological, and semiotie issues within xuan-àiscowcse in front of audiences, who would deem one or another the winner. Performance and reputation made the man to a considerable extent during this period. The Lanting gathering may have been a nice party, but the stakes were rather high: a reputation that would go into the annals of history. Wang Xizhi not only recorded the poems of those who fulfilled the task, but also the names of those who could not perform.
The Lanting poems functioned as much as a platform for proclaiming one's understanding of the Dao as a stage for showcasing one's wit. Consider, for example, the following poem by the keen-witted Xie An.
Together we take joy in this fine occasion. And casually we also hike up our skirts. Thin clouds veil the sunlight. Gentle winds brood over the light boat. This rich ale delights my pure heart. Mindlessly we roam with Fu Xi and King Yao. Ten thousand differences blend into one truth. How can one still distinguish between Old Peng and the dead child?
The poem begins with a sense of identity, which refers as much to the present company as to exemplars of the past who spoke of a similar spring outing. In the Analects (11.26), Zengzi had expressed a particular wish to go with some men and boys to bathe in the River Yi in late spring, enjoy the breeze on the Rain Altar, and go home chanting poetry. Confucius heartily concurred. In Xie An's poem, a sense of group spirit at the beginning turns into a spirit of competition in the end. In a display of superior understanding, Xie An expresses a diametrically opposite view from Wang Xizhi concerning Zhuangzi's paradoxical leveling of the extreme old age of Pengzu tMS. and the premature death of a child; "no one has lived longer than a dead child, and Pengzu died young." This paradox and its implications seem to neutralize death by suggesting that there is neither longevity nor brevity of life if one's life is measured not in terms of countable time but fulfillment of one's natural course."*^ Wang Xizhi absolutely rejects such applied indistinction between what are conventionally considered long and short lives as he bemoans human mortality in his preface. In contrast, Xie An suggests that he has grasped the ultimate truth and has transcended the limiting distinction between many and a few years, thus no longer worrying about life's brevity. We cannot be certain if Wang or Xie expressed his view first, nor who tried to best the other; the preface was in all likelihood written after the poems were composed, but the ideas in the preface could have been aired at the occasion before Xie's poem was composed. What is clear, however, is the spirit of competition that pervades their camaraderie.
The rivalry between Wang Xizhi and Xie An is the subject of a well-known anecdote in Shishuo xinyu, in wbich Xie affects a similarly untrammeled and transcendent attitude in a verbal exchange with Wang. Once, upon noticing that Xie An seemed to have decided to transcend the mundane world and become a recluse, Wang Xizhi sought to remind him that sage kings of old, such as Yu of Xia and Wen of Zhou, governed with a diligence that allowed no leisure for themselves, and that one must be even more dedicated today when "the four suburbs are filled with fortifications." In a pointed manner, Wang tells Xie; "But if instead people neglect their duty for empty talk, and hinder essential tasks with frivolous writing, I'm afraid that's not what is needed right now." Xie replies that "The Qin state followed the principles of Shang Yang [MWl (d. 338 B.c.) ], and perished with the Second Emperor. Was it 'pure conversation' which brought them to disaster?'"'^ In the spirit of one-upmanship, Xie An counters Wang Xizhi's assertion about the negative role of metaphysical discourse in the precarious state of affairs; although the Qin state followed the so-called legalist doctrines of the famous Qin minister Shang Yang and had nothing to do with "pure conversation," it still came to ruin. Xie An won this contest of words according to the Wei-Jin esteem for witty speech and lofty-minded attitude.
Although the social dynamics of group poetry composition involve elements more difficult to demonstrate than the competitive display of wit in words, it may be possible to infer a sense of pressure and anxiety in the clumsier attempts to avoid public humiliation. Two prime examples of lesser poems in the collection that bear striking resemblance to each other belong to the sons of Wang Xizhi and Sun Chuo. One might expect more than this facile poem from Wang Ningzhi 3EM21, the second son of Wang Xizhi and husband of Xie Daoyun Üillm, who upstaged her male cousin in a poetry game with a brilliant description of snow flurries (like "willow catkins lifted up by the wind" ftPS?lllMÍ2) and thus earned her the admiration of her uncle, Xie An. ^T he waves of Zhuang Zhou at the ford of the Hao, The paces of Chaofu along the banks of the Ying. Stilling the mind and entrusting it to the true, A thousand years apart, we share the same orientation.
Wang Ningzhi must have barely escaped the punishment of three dou of ale with this unimaginative poem that lists the usual patron saints of reclusive values, Zhuangzi and Chaofu Ä^, the legendary hermit who gave Xu You |^ È a lesson at the banks of the Ying River on how to be a proper recluse. Sun Si W^M, the son of Sun Chuo, also seemed to have had trouble putting together a poem for the occasion.
Gazing at the cliffs, I feel for the detached Xu You, Looking down onto this flow, I think of the rare Zhuang Zhou. Who says that the aura of purity is of no more? After a thousand years, we ladle out their lingering fragrance.
Even given the general tendency toward common themes that derive from normative allusions and vocabulary in these texts, these two poems follow the same structural pattern in a way no other poems in the collection do. Both pay tribute to the same group of past worthies (Zhuangzi and Chaofu/Xu You) in the first two lines and both use the same catchwords of the day: "truth/purity" {zhen %) in line three and "a thousand years [apart]" {qianzai ^WL) in line four. One wonders whether, in a fit of feeling an anxiety of influence, one son unfortunately imitated the other rather than their more talented fathers. While their state of mind remains a matter of speculation, the act of copying another's work in a similar group setting is attested by an incident recorded in Sushuo \^WL (Tales of the mundane world; attributed to Shen Yue it,,^^ ). At a Double-Three outing hosted by Wang Gong ï1^ {à. 398), the brother-in-law of Emperor Xiaowu #S; (r. 372-396), his adjutant Tao Kui MM wrote out a poem, which was copied down by the person sitting behind him. While Tao spent the rest of the day polishing his work, the plagiarist had already presented the poem as his own. When Tao finally submitted his work, Wang Gong was surprised to see that Tao "copied someone else's poem" ÍS^ Al#. The bewildered and humiliated author knew not what had happened. The truth later came to light, and Wang Gong dismissed the plagiarist. 5' That one courtier would hazard the consequences of copying another's work indicates the high stakes (e.g., favor, reputation) involved in a performative social situation.
Competition at the Lanting party even extended to the ancient forebears Zengzi, Confucius, and Zhuangzi, whose stories had become the ideal standards of springtime excursion against which subsequent outings were measured. To be sure, most of the poems that allude to these past exemplars emphasize an identification of the past and present experiences. A few poems, however, sought to distinguish the present experience from the past model. Wang 50. Shishuoxinyu, 2ll\, SSHY. 61. Taiping Suzhi .£ffi¿., Wang Xizhi's fourth son, contrasts our journey of the spirit with í/zeír journey of the body. The valuation of the two types of journeys, one that transcends physical space and provides spiritual rewards and the other that is limited by the physical landscape and gives sensuous pleasure, is clear.
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In times of old, on days of leisure. The pleasure one savored remained in the wooded hills. Today on this outing of ours.
Our spirits are at ease, our minds at peace.
In a stranger twist in this story of competition, Wang Binzhi 3E|^¿ claims that he is every bit as satisfied as the fish from the Zhuangzi story.
Eresh fiowers shine in the grove. Swimming scales sport in the clear channel.
Looking down onto the river, I happily cast my fishing rod. How could it be that only fish are contented?
Ironically, like the happy fish swimming in the Hao River, Wang Binzhi appears to experience utter content at the mortal expense of his emotional rivals, even as he pursues a quietist activity of catching and thereby killing the fish to demonstrate that he too has attained perfect understanding. The Lanting collection offers an invaluable window into the dynamics of the early medieval social outing and group poetry composition. Camaraderie and competition defined the interaction between fathers and sons, brothers and friends, patrons and inferiors. With reputation at stake, it was as important to distinguish oneself (in understanding and talent) as it was to play by the collective rules of engagement (e.g., polite praise of the company, use of common language). ^^ The poems and prefaces moreover attest to the variance in early medieval intellectual debates on the Dao as well as competing views on life and death. Yet this collection represents more than a philosophical discourse on xuan and its implications. An approach that investigates its philosophical points but is balanced by consideration of its poetic quality yields a more complex picture of the collection. Descriptions of the Lanting scene and experience animated by choice and often metaphoric usage of verbs point to an analogical mode of cognition that sees relations and interconnections among things. These metaphoric verbs speak not only to the power of sensory perceptions (sight and hearing, smell and taste) in the Lanting experience, but also their complexity: plural meanings, synaesthesia and metaphor bridge between the abstract and sensual experiences of the event. These poems are early examples of landscape verse, in which nature is seen for more (or less) than its symbolic value and in which it becomes the object of extended aesthetic appraisal. As one Lanting poet put it: "I lodge my joy in what my eyes dwell on, / My mind tacitly accords with the two marvels" ü § ^Wi , 'ùM-^.^^ They thus sought truth and beauty in nature's two marvels: mountains and waters (shanshui LLITK).
52. Demonstration of cultural competence involved much more than pride in one's reputation; rather, poetic performance, intellectual stock, and cultural knowledge could be converted to economic or political gain (e.g., favor, advancement). See my discussion in "Cultural Capital," in Early Medieval China: A Sourcebook, ed. Wendy Swartz et al. (Columbia Univ. Press, forthcoming in 2012 . '^''ÊtiMnW.. SeeJinshu, 50.1395 . Hanyu dacidian glosses Yu Ai's usage of the compound to mean a "system of clan relationships," but that would not make much sense here. It is more likely that zongtong here refers to the Dao, rather than the more common meaning of ancestral or paternal lineage (see, for example, Hou Hanshu, lb.65). 4.
-H-f Ah! Together along with two or three of us,*' All share in the same sentiment. I pursue truth to probe the root of mystery. We enter the world like passing guests.
Foreknowledge is not what I wish for,*Â n empty chamber is my dwelling. I think afar to beyond a thousand years. Why should we feel shamed by those in the past? Whether together with friends or not. Form and body shed on their own.
5.
A mirror polished can dispel dust and dirt. If one ceases, then vulgar desires are bom. Comprehending this is not easy. Three goblets of wine remit divine punishment. ^M y mind never stops trying to master itself. This arrogance shall abate in time. Though there are no strings and pipes. In the dark pool there are pure sounds. Though there is neither whistling nor song. In words intoned there is a lingering fragrance. We seize pleasure in this one day. What we impart to it is shared across a thousand years.
6.
Gathering and dispersing indeed have rules, L ongevity and brevity are surely not set at the beginning. Generation of the new goes on without pause. Once something is gone, it never rises again. Today what is unearthly and marvelous After a few days become dirt and filth. *Ŵ ho is able not to have this melancholy? Releasing it lies in probing and understanding. Words said shall not decay.
61. This line echoes the casualness of Zeng Xi's remark about taking along five or six adults and six or seven boys to go bathing in the Yi River. See Analects, 11.26. The outing Zeng Xi proposed about a thousand years before is also the reference point for the penultimate couplet of this poem.
62. Chapter 38 of Laozi speaks of "foreknowledge" (qianshi) as "the embellishment of the Dao and the beginning of dullness." Wang Bi's glosses foreknowledge as "knowing something before others," which describes men of "inferior virtue," who are activistic and labor over worldly matters, but only to achieve an adverse end. Wang Bi suggests that it is better to embrace simplicity and the uncarved block (su pu ÄS). See his Laozi Daodejing zhu í ÜíiMa in Wang Bijijiao zhu, 1:94-95.
63. Those at the Lanting party who could not produce a poem received the punishment of drinking three dou of wine. 64. I have followed Fashu yaolun in its variant reading of the line. Instead of i^, it has -ft" ("there are"), which parallels the ÍS ("there are not") in the next line.
65. See Zhuangzi 22 ("Zhi Bei you" or "Knowledge Wandered North") for the argument that since ten thousand things are in fact one, the unearthly and marvelous (shenqi #W) may tum into the foul and rotten, and vice versa. 66. It is said that once in every thousand years, the murky Yellow River clears up. 67. I have followed Lanting kao and Han Wei Liuchao baisan mingjia ji in their variant reading of the line. Instead of i § ("for long"), they have Iff ("to revere"), which yields a more sensible meaning.
68. I have taken the variant 55 in place of IS in the received version. XS, 2:901. 69. I.e., the music of sage-king Shun; see Analects 7.14. 
Sun Si
Chi Tan
Warm winds rise from the eastern valley. The mild air shakes the tender branches.
70. Chen Ping M^ and Zhou Bo ÜÜ) helped Liu Bang found the Han dynasty and later restored order after the attempted usurpation by members of Empress Lii's clan.
71. Xia Huanggong S|i«Ä and Qili Ji l$ll^ were two of the Four Whitepates, who sought refuge in Mount Shang during the last years of the oppressive Qin dynasty. The action of "leaning against a low table" alludes to the opening passage of "Qi wu lun," in which Ziqi -f S of the Southern Suburb sat leaning against a low 1. The waves of Zhuang Zhou at the ford of the Hao, The paces of Chaofu along the banks of the Ying. Stilling the mind and entrusting it to the true, A thousand years apart, we share the same orientation.
2.
Like the primal air, the gentle breeze fans. The pleasing, harmonious vapor purifies. We take the carriage when in the mood for a seasonal outing. Feeling carefree, we flash across the boundless ford.
Wang Suzhi 3LMÍ.. (two poems)
I.
-S'if 8^ 0 In times of old, on days of leisure. The pleasure one savored remained in the wooded hills. Today on this outing of ours, 76. Jie gan, literally "lifting a fishing pole," here refers to life in reclusión. 77. After hearing Zeng Xi's description of what his heart is set upon (bathing in the Yi River with five or six adults and six or seven boys, enjoying the breeze on the Rain Altar and chanting poetry on the way home), Confucius sighed in admiration. Analects, 11.26.
